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DON: Our topic today is using creative dramatics to teach literature. Hopefully, we've all come to this article in the journal because we are genu inelyinterested in learning new ways to heighten our students' interest. understanding. and ability to critique poetry. prose. and even non fiction. Now, the first thing we need to do is MR. G. WRINKLE [seasoned high school English teacherveteranl: That's great. just great. Uh ... where can I get some coffee?
SCOTT: Sorry. Mr. Wrinkle, but we'd prefer no coffee breaks during this article. MR. WRINKLE: Okay then. let's get straight to the point. "Everyday Drama?" Oh. boy. This isn't another one of those sappy. new age articles which is going to tell me how drama can "turn my classes around." is it? DON: Well. Mr. Wrinkle, I wouldn't say that it's some sort of cure-all. but the simple exercises we want to talk about have worked quite well at motivating our own students. On top of that, our kids gained deeper understandings of lit erature.
SCOTT: We just want to share various sorts of dramatic activities you could use in your day to-day lessons. SC01T: I can think of a great warm-up exercise which doesn't require much "acting" per se, and it even teaches students an important life skill to boot. Once, I wanted to stress the importance of listening and cooperation to my debate class before we ventured onto a large group project so I had the class break up into groups offour. One student sat in a chair, and the other three stood around her in a half circle. The person in the chair had to pay attention to the rest of her group as one mem ber asked simple personal questions, one asked simple mathematical questions, and the third made simple hand motions. This was a good lesson because it forced the sitting person to concentrate on three different focal points at once as she tried to answer the questions and mirror the hand motions without faltering.
MS. DASH: Interesting idea. I can see how it would be fun, but kids being kids, didn't they make it too easy or too difficult for the person sitting down?
SCOTT: No, because I explained the main objec tive was to achieve complete cooperation and group success. The three people standing had to find the sitting person's limit, so they could either slow down the hand motions or speed them up, ask harder or simpler questions, and so on. The group had to work as a team.
DON: This activity was a short, thirty minute warm-up and a lesson in and of itself. It cuts right to the heart ofour "everyday drama" topic: dramatics don't have to be infused solely in large, final projects. Another example of a self contained mini-lesson which immediately pops into my mind is teaching tone or atmosphere by playing a variety of music styles and asking students to move or dance around the room to each song's mood.
SCOTf: Role-playing also works well for short lessons on social issues anywhere from inter racial dating to drug use. SCOTT: Let me give you another example. To help students understand more about symbolism, I created a dramatic mini-lesson which involved a stapler and students standing in a circle.
Mter briefly defining what symbolism is and giving some examples, I showed the class how any object no matter how simple could symbol ize many things, as long as we allowed our selves to open up and imagine it. To model this first-hand, I turned the stapler into a comb by pulling it across my hair. Or I showed how it could be a butterfly by opening it up and flapping the two ends like wings. Then I asked students to take a minute to imagine what they could make the stapler represent. As we passed it around the circle each student transformed it into a different object by using or manipulat ing it in some way.
MR. WRINKLE: (chuckling) I'll admit that's an interesting idea. but how do you know the kids actually learned anything from this make-be lieving-aside from how to get sent to the nurse's office with a staple clamped into their head.
SC01T: As with anything, Mr. Wrinkle, measur ing student learning is important and not al ways easy, and this seems especially true when using creative dramatics. Nonetheless, the classes who did this exercise seemed to demon strate a better understanding of symbolism when I later asked them to think ofand identifY examples on a short quiz. DON: It seems you would have been able to tell they were grasping the idea as the stapler moved around the circle, too, by their success and imagination, right? And even more so ifyou followed the exercise up with some sort of aSSignment requiring them to actually use symbolism, such as writing a poem or Vignette.
SC01T: Right on both counts. there has to be something more than just creative dramatics. We're talking about teach ing English. and English includes reading. writing. and, yes, even listening-comprehen sion skills which allow students to take coher ent notes.
DON: Well. the stapler activity provides students with more, doesn't it? Avisual image ofsymbol ism. YOU: But I also find verbal and written examples very useful and necessary for my students. MR. WRINKLE: Yeah. especially if they go on to college. No university professor will ask them to get up and "act out" their final exam in calculus using a butterfly stapler. They'd better have some good notes.
SCOTf: Yes, of course. No one is saying to get rid of the basics but to use creative dramatics to enhance them. It's mainlyjusta way to heighten students' understanding. By providing visual, kinesthetic examples, one ofwhich they them selves created, my stapler mini-lesson ensured students were much more likely to be able to identify and relate to other written or verbal instances of symbolism from, let's say, a novel or a poem.
MS. DASH: Ah, I see. You mean if I'm teaching
Lord oIFlies, and I think it's important for the class to understand that the island represents society, I could refer back to an activity such as yours for students to draw on?
SCOTT: Yes! Hopefully some will even detect the double meaning independently because of the mini-lesson, but either way they will under stand the idea that much more.
YOU: Well sure, but that sounds like some pretty higher-level thinking. I wonder if all students could do this, especially middle school kids.
DON: Maybe not every single student 100% ofthe time, but I've definitely found that I can reach far more kids using this method than just abstract talk.
SCOTT: No one would deny that some kids do "get it" through a lecture with a few good examples, but ifwe're talking about teaching all students, especially those hard to reach, we need to use creative and engaging methods utilizing many different "intelligences."
YOU: So, in essence, you're saying I can use these kinds of mini-dramatic exercises to teach all kinds of language arts terminology.
DON: Oh, and more. SCOTT: Then, after we discussed how rap is a modern form of stylistic language and storytelling, we drew parallels to Shakespeare and defined iambic pentameter. While it would seem natural to stop at this point, I thought it a perfect opportunity to build upon our defini tion and insert a mini-dramatic lesson. I asked ten students to come to the front of the room and form a single file line. It was April, so students had engaged in many ofthese kinds of dramatic lessons already and thus didn't need to be prepped or coaxed into it. Earlier, I had written a line from Romeo's orchard soliloquy onto large cards: .. But soft! What light through yonder window breaks." Each syllable was on a single card and was marked stressed or unstressed. I handed these out in order to the ten students and had them read the line out loud, each person reading his/her card. To help students visualize and understand the concept of iambic pentameter, I asked "un stressed students" to crouch as they read their word, and "stressed students" to jump.
DON: This both clarified and reinforced their understanding. You could even go so far as to have students "perform" an entire passage this way. SCOTT: We did, once students got the hang of it. Doing more lines also allowed us to switch performers so everyone could participate, too.
MS. DASH:
That is a nice idea. but as a former middle school teacher, I'm not sure I would go through the hassle of teaching students about such an advanced concept. I do have another option I would use, though. Given the complex ity of Elizabethan language, younger students have trouble understanding the basic plot and characters. Acting out an entire play is not really an option, but how about performingj ust short, specific scenes?
SCOTT: What about even omitting dialogue and having them perform an extremely short. fif teen-second. silent version?
DON: Hey, wait! You could even make a review game out of it: a group of students would have to pick a scene from the play and act out the silent version. The rest of the class' task is to determine the action, characters, and the con text. A perfect discussion lead-in, too.
MS. DASH: Sure, and students could be assessed on how well they performed and organized the scene, which would ultimately demonstrate their level of understanding of the play.
YOU: That sounds neat and useful, but what about those kids who don't want to act, even if it is a silent version? No doubt there'll be at least a few of them, despite an established, close-knit classroom community.
MR. WRINKLE: Yeah, I thought that might be a problem. DON: That's no problem at all. Students who don't want to "act" could become inanimate objects in the scene such as doors, tables, arrows, or whatever. Actually, it might be an interesting idea to disallow any props in order to encourage this sort of thinking. MS. DASH: It would certainly make the perfor mances more lively and push kids to think more critically about what they were doing.
Wow, guys! The more we talk about using performance in our everyday lessons, the easier it is for me to visualize it in the classroom. 
